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merits on various drafts of this report and to 

Wendy Woolfrey for advice on NSW’s Native 

Vegetation Act. 

Note 

l - Botanical nomenclature follows that of Harden 

( 1990 - 93 ). 
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Abstract 

Water Rats are widely distributed throughout a variety of habitats and are known to be opportunistic 
predators. Their occupation in coastal areas often occurs within Little Penguin colonies, but interac¬ 
tions between the two species have not previously been reported. Given"that Water Rats prey on 
other bird species, it is likely that they will also take young or weak Little Penguins. Here the case of 
a Little Penguin chick death that has been attributed to an attack by a Water Rat is reported. ( The 
Victorian Naturalist 125 (6), 2008, 165-168). 
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Introduction 

The native Water Rat Hydromys chryso- 
gaster is an opportunistic predator, known 
to eat insects, crustaceans, fish, spiders, 
frogs, bats, shellfish, turtles, birds, carrion 
and some plant material (Woollard et al. 
1978; Dickman et al. 2000). Widely dis¬ 
tributed throughout Australia, Water Rats 
are considered common in large cities 
(Menkhorst and Knight 2001), occupying a 
variety of freshwater, estuarine and marine 
environments (Scebeck and Menkhorst 
2000). Often inhabitants of coastal areas, 
the range of the Water Rat sometimes over¬ 


laps with that of sea-birds such as Silver 
Gulls Laras novaehollandiae , Short-tailed 
Shearwaters Pufjhius temurosths and Little 
Penguins Eudyptula minor (Woollard et al. 
1978; Wilson and Duffell 2005). Although 
Water Rats have previously been reported 
taking shearwaters, ducks, domestic fowl 
and a number of waterfowl (Woollard et al. 
1978), there has been no report of them 
preying on Little Penguins. 

Water Rats are known to live within the 
Little Penguin colonies at Phillip Island (P 
Dann, pers. comm.). Cat Island (Wilson and 
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Duffell 2005) and St Kilda (present study). 
The number of sites where the two species 
co-exist is probably much greater, given 
their overlapping distribution in south-east¬ 
ern Australia. It has long been postulated 
that the Water Rats may take vulnerable 
penguin chicks and eggs, but until now no 
evidence to support this theory has existed. 
A case of predation on a Little Penguin 
chick by a Water Rat at the St Kilda break¬ 
water is reported here. 

Site Description 

A small population of Water Rats lives on 
the artificially constructed breakwater wall 
at St Kilda (37°5rS, 144°57’E), 5 km 
from Melbourne. The breakwater wall is 
made up of large boulders and extends 
approximately 640 m from the end of the 
St Kilda pier. The population of Water 
Rats on the breakwater fluctuates, with up 
to nine individuals sighted in a night 
(unpub 1. data). It is unknown whether the 
Water Rats breed on the breakwater wall, 
but juveniles have been seen in the area 
(pers. obs.). The Water Rats probably 
swim between the breakwater and shore, 
where they are commonly seen in a num¬ 
ber of nearby drains and canals. Water 
Rats have been observed only within the 
sheltered harbour, as wave conditions 
around the outer wall of the breakwater 
make observations difficult. 

The breakwater wall at St Kilda is also 
home to a colony of approximately 820 
Little Penguins (ZM Hogg, unpubl. data). 
The Little Penguins have been nesting on 
the breakwater wall since at least 1974 
(Eades 1975). Most of the penguin colony 
is fenced to prevent attacks by dogs and 
vandals. The only other vertebrates to 
reside on the breakwater are Silver Gulls 
and Little Ravens Corvus mellori , but their 
occupancy is sporadic. The breakwater is 
free from other native and introduced pen¬ 
guin predators. 

Observations 

During routine study of penguins in the 
2007 breeding season, a Water Rat was 
observed on the breakwater near a penguin 
nest containing two post-guard chicks. 
Two penguins suspected of being the par¬ 
ents were observed returning from sea, but 
were not seen to approach the rat. The pen¬ 


guins and rat were not watched any further 
for fear of disturbing chick feeding. Upon 
return to the same nest two days later, one 
penguin chick was found dead inside the 
nest. The remaining chick showed no sign 
of injury and had put on weight since the 
previous visit. An adult penguin was also 
found in the nest, although the penguin 
chicks were originally left unguarded 15 
days prior. 

The downy chick weighed 840 g on the 
last day it was seen alive, its body recov¬ 
ered two days later weighed 620 g. The car¬ 
cass was found extremely disfigured (Fig. 
1); the head and neck had been attacked 
and eaten, and there were several holes in 
the back and around the left leg of the pen¬ 
guin. On initial recovery, the holes showed 
some signs of small teeth marks, but pho¬ 
tographs were unable to show these as the 
skin quickly shrivelled with heat once the 
body was removed from the nest. Muscle 
and internal organs had been eaten through 
the holes in the back. Although damage to 
the chick was extensive, the body had not 
been completely stripped of flesh. 

Post-guard chicks will often run to evade 
capture, but in this case the chick was 
found backed inside the nest. For the two 
weeks that the chick was left unguarded, it 
displayed both avoidance and defensive 
behaviour during regular weighing and 
handling. The amount of damage caused to 
the head (Fig. 2) indicates that the chick 
did try to defend itself by pecking whilst 
being attacked, but the bill of a penguin 
chick is too small to do any serious dam¬ 
age to a predator. 

Water Rats are the only toothed animals 
observed on the breakwater (pers. obs.). 
The small teeth marks observed on the 
body, together with the sighting of a Water 
Rat in the immediate vicinity of the attack, 
lead to the conclusion that the chick was 
preyed on by a Water Rat. 

Both Water Rats and Little Penguins 
have been studied at this colony, but until 
now predation by the rats on the penguins 
had not been observed. Penguins and 
Water Rats display very little interaction. 
The two species often swim past each 
other near the breakwater, as the penguins 
return from sea at dusk, which is also the 
time of peak foraging activity in the Water 
Rat (Olsen 1995). Neither penguins nor 
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Water Rats show any obvious signs of 
avoidance or defence upon encountering 
the other species in the water (pers. obs.). 
There have been very few sightings of pen¬ 
guin and Water Rat interaction on land, 
with penguins tending to be more timid 
and deliberately avoiding other animals 
once out of the water (pers. obs.). 

Water Rats on the breakwater are sus¬ 
pected of taking penguin eggs when they 
disappear from nests or are found broken 
with the contents consumed. However, 
there is no direct evidence for this. It is 
likely that some eggs are taken by the 
ravens that occupy the breakwater periodi¬ 
cally, or the penguins themselves may 
remove abandoned eggs from nests. 
Whether Water Rats take penguin eggs 
may also depend on whether the eggs are 
cracked, as observed by Woollard et ai 
(1978). Likewise, penguin chicks often 
disappear from their nests, but it is not 
known what has taken them or whether 
they have moved of their own accord, 
which often happens as the chicks become 
more mobile (Reilly and Cullen 1981). 



Fig. 1. Carcass of Little Penguin chick showing holes in its back where it was attacked by a Water 
Rat. Photo by Andrew McCutcheon. 


Water Rats do not appear to kill a large 
number of penguin chicks, despite their 
being available for approximately seven 
months a year at St Kilda. Little Penguin 
chicks are vulnerable and approximately 
half die prior to fledging (Dann et ah 
2000), but in 21 years of penguin study at 
this colony, this is the first reported 
instance of Water Rat predation on the 
penguins. Young penguin chicks are 
guarded by adults, which are unlikely to be 
attacked by Water Rats due to their vigor¬ 
ous defence. The main prey of the Water 
Rat at St Kilda appears to be marine inver¬ 
tebrates and crustaceans (A McCutcheon, 
pers. obs.), with penguin eggs and chicks 
probably an infrequent and opportunistic 
addition. Within penguin colonies it is 
likely that the Water Rats will feed on eggs 
and chicks occasionally, but a lack of evi¬ 
dence for these attacks suggests that they 
are not a significant predator of Little 
Penguins. 
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rig. x. rront oi penguin cmck carcass showing extensive damage to the head Photo by Andrew 
McCutcheon, 
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